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FATIGUE IN AVIATION MAINTENANCE

Fatigue In Aviation Maintenance

Some in the aviation industry continue to see fatigue as a normal and unavoidable part of aviation maintenance. 
They consider that with enough effort, tired workers can continue to perform their jobs effectively.  However, the 
evidence shows that fatigue has a very real detrimental impact on safety in aviation and in many other industries 
nationwide. One way to reduce fatigue is to look after yourself – ensure you get enough sleep, eat well, take 
precautions when driving and stay physically fit. This fatigue survival toolbox provides some practical tools that 
will help you stay healthy and reduce fatigue.

What is fatigue and are you at risk?

Fatigue is mental or physical exhaustion that can affect your health and increase your chances of having a 
workplace accident. Fatigue is primarily caused by lack of sleep or poor quality sleep.  You are more likely to 
be at risk of fatigue if you:
	 • Are a shift worker
	 • Work a lot of overtime
	 • Have irregular and unpredictable working hours.

If you fit into any of these categories, you will benefit from the tools found in this fatigue survival toolbox.
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Physical 
Symptoms

 • Yawning repeatedly
 • Heavy eyelids
 • Eye-rubbing
 • Head drooping
 • Microsleeps
 • Headaches, nausea, or   	
    upset stomach
 • Slowed reaction time
 • Lack of energy

Mental 
Symptoms

• Difficulty concentrating     
   on tasks
• Lapses in attention
• Failure to communicate 
   important information
• Failure to anticipate
   events or actions
• Making mistakes even on 
   well-practiced tasks

Emotional 
Symptoms

• More quiet or withdrawn 
   than normal 
• Lack of motivation to 
   do the task well
• Irritable or grumpy with 
   colleagues, family, or 
   friends
• Low morale

Fatigue-related symptoms can be divided into three categories: physical, mental, and emotional. If you experience 
two or more of the symptoms listed below, you may be experiencing some level of fatigue or reduced alertness. If 
you exhibit fatigue-related symptoms on a regular basis, you should consider seeing a doctor.

HOW TO KNOW WHEN YOU ARE FATIGUED
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Quick Guide To MX Regulations*

Definitions and Abbreviations  (Part 1)

General Requirements  (Part 3)
    Sec. 3.5: Statements about products, parts, appliances and materials

Certification Procedures for Products and Parts  (Part 21)

Airworthiness Standards: Normal, Utility, Acrobatic, and Commuter 
Category Airplanes  (Part 23)

Airworthiness Standards: Transport Category Airplanes  (Part 25)

Continued Airworthiness and Safety Improvements for Transport
Category Airplanes  (Part 26)

Airworthiness Standards: Normal Category Rotorcraft  (Part 27)

Airworthiness Standards: Transport Category Rotorcraft  (Part 29)

Airworthiness Standards: Aircraft Engines  (Part 33)

Airworthiness Standards: Propellers  (Part 35)

Airworthiness Directives  (Part 39)

Maintenance, Preventive Maintenance, Rebuilding, and Alterations  
(Part 43)

Identification and Registration Marking  (Part 45)

Certification: Airmen other than Flight Crewmembers (Part 65)

General Operating and Flight Rules  (Part 91)
    Subpart E--Maintenance, Preventive Maintenance, and Alterations

Operating Requirements: Domestic, Flag, and Supplemental Operations  
(Part 121)
    Subpart L--Maintenance, Preventive Maintenance, and Alterations

Operating Requirements: Commuter and on demand operations and Rules 
Governing Persons on board such Aircraft  (Part 135)
    Subpart J--Maintenance, Preventive Maintenance, and 
    Alterations

*Title 14 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR)
  As of 7/21/09
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IMPORTANT DATES			   2010	

January
1     	 New Year’s Day

18	 Martin Luther King Jr. Day

February
15	 President’s Day

20-23 	 HAI HELI-Expo 
	 Houston, TX                                                                               
25-27 	 Women in Aviation Conference
	 Orlando, FL

March
16 -18	 Aviation Industry Expo	
	 Las Vegas, NV
 		   

April
7-10	 Aircraft Electronics 
	 Association Orlando, FL
13-18	 Sun’n Fun, Lakeland, FL

20-22	 Maintenance Repair & Over	
	 haul Conference, Phoenix, AZ 

May
9	 Mother’s Day

24	 National AMT Day
	 Charles E. Taylor’s Birthday
25-26	 Regional Airline Association 	
	 Convention, Milwaukee, WI
25-26	 22nd Int’l MX HF Symposium
	 London, England
31	 Memorial Day

June
14	 Flag Day

20	 Father’s Day

July
4	 Independence Day

26-Aug 1	 EAA AirVenture
	 Oshkosh, WI

August
19	 National Aviation Day*

September
6	 Labor Day

October
11	 Columbus day

19-21	 National Business Aviation
	 Association, Atlanta, GA

November
11-13	 AOPA Expo, Long Beach,CA

11	 Veteran’s Day

25	 Thanksgiving Day

December
17	 First Flight

25	 Christmas Day 

31	 New Year’s Eve

*Celebrated on Orville Wright’s Birthday
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GETTING ANY SLEEP?

It’s like sleeping with a freight train. You CAN’T!

Quantity of Sleep 
The amount of sleep you get each night can 
impact your mood, health, sex drive, work 
quality, and safety. Evening and night-shift 
workers typically sleep less than day workers, 
so you must make sleep a priority. 

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS

• Plan to get 8 hours of sleep each night.

• Two nights of uninterrupted sleep will work to erase 
accumulated sleep debt (getting less than 8 hrs of sleep 
over multiple nights).

• Take naps that work with your schedule: short – 45 
minutes or less, long – 2 hours or more.

• Try physical or mental relaxation techniques to help you 
get to sleep (e.g., warm bath, soft music, hot shower).
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DON’T FALL FOR IT: 
THE RHYTHM IS GONNA GET YOU!

It’s 3 a.m. and I feel fine….ZzZzZz

Circadian Rhythm
The circadian rhythm is your internal body clock.  
Some think they can reprogram their bodies 
because they’ve worked shift work for several 
years. Don’t fall for it! Like all humans need food 
and water to survive, your body needs sleep. In 
each 24-hour cycle, your body wants to sleep 
when it’s dark and be awake when it’s light. 

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Don’t leave the most tedious or boring tasks to the end 
of your shift when you are likely to feel drowsy. 

• Physically move around or do light exercise – take a 
short walk, get a drink of water, or use the restroom.

• Work with a buddy – you can talk and double check each 
other’s work to reduce the likelihood of committing an 
error.  

• Be aware that natural circadian lows are roughly from 
3-5 pm and 3-5 am. This means that you will be at your 
highest fatigue risk during these times.
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WAKE ME WHEN MY SHIFT IS OVER
Shiftwork

You may be required to work overnight shifts 
and long hours. This significantly contributes to 
fatigue. Our bodies are not programmed to work 
on these schedules, which can make it difficult 
to maintain alertness. 

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Watch for signs of drowsiness in each other.

• Night shift workers are most likely to commit errors 
between 3 a.m. and 5 a.m., so eat a healthy snack or work 
with a buddy to help keep you alert.

• Choose what time of day you are going to sleep and stick 
with it. 

        o Try to select a time that is consistent with your    
           body’s natural desire to sleep (late night, late after

           noon or early morning).

        o Sleeping before your shift rather than after,
           provides greater benefits to effectiveness and   
           safety.

I’m not sleeping.
this is called transcendental vegetation.
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RISE AND SHINE!
Quality of Sleep

You need high quality, uninterrupted sleep to 
perform optimally in all aspects of life. It is more 
difficult to obtain high quality sleep if you are 
sleeping during the day. To get quality day sleep, 
you need to develop a sleeping plan. 

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Maintain an environment that is conducive to sleep – keep 
it dark, quiet, and cool. If you need background noise, turn 
on a fan or static station on the radio.

• Don’t be interrupted - let friends, neighbors, and family 
know your schedule, shut off the phone, and hang a “do 
not disturb” sign on the door.

• Respect your bedtime. Make a bedtime routine - sleep in 
your bed - not in the chair!

• If you work the night shift, avoid bright light on your 
drive home. Consider wearing sunglasses.

Wow, quality sleep really makes the difference!
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WHAT’S YOUR GAME PLAN?

family game night?

Family/Social Life
Your work schedule may make it difficult to 
meet family and social responsibilities. To 
improve your personal life, you must have a 
game plan for getting 7-8 hours of sleep in 
each 24-hour period.

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS

• Plan time for family activities or social events.

• Discuss your work and sleep schedule with family/friends 
so they understand your need for sleep.

• Plan time for sleep.  Stick to your sleep schedule even 
on your days off.

• Make “dates” with your partner or children to share 
special activities.

• Develop a circle of friends who understand your work 
schedule and are willing to be flexible to spend time with you.
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OVERTIME MIGHT COST YOU!

everything is fine.  I don’t need to stop for a 
nap. I’ll be home in about an hour. 

Overtime
Working overtime can put money in your pocket, 
but you’ll pay a penalty with your family, your 
health, and the quality of your workmanship.  
You may even pay the ultimate price by literally 
driving yourself to death. Staying awake for 20 
continuous hours results in performance that is 
equivalent to being legally drunk (.10 BAC).

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Try to limit the amount of overtime you work.  

• If you commute after working overtime, drink a 
caffeinated beverage and take a quick 15-20 minute 
nap 30 minutes before the caffeine kicks in and you drive home.  

• When working extra hours, take frequent breaks to 
combat the effects of fatigue. 

• Spend your time and money wisely.  Make a budget and 
break bad spending habits.  
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ARE YOU SICK AND TIRED 
OF BEING SICK AND TIRED?

Illness
 If you are pushing yourself to the limit, you
 are more likely to get sick. Sickness and/or
medications can disrupt sleep and lead to 
higher levels of fatigue.

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Eat well, exercise, and get sufficient rest to prevent 
illness.

• If you do get sick, admit it, and take care of yourself.  
Be careful not to spread contagious illnesses to others. 

• Communicate with your doctor. Let him/her know that you 
are a shift worker so you do not receive medications that 
will disrupt your sleep.

• Know the side effects of your medications and be safe!

Really, I feel fine, I just need to finish this brake job, go home and mow the 
lawn, go to my kids’ school play, work on the car, and…

Warning
  Adults who had 8+ hours of sleep were 3x less likely to 

get sick than those who slept 7 or less hours.
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Make gate in 20 minutes? No problem. 
Just log it under ‘When Pigs Fly.’

UNDER PRESSURE TO PERFORM?
Time Pressure at Work 
You may be under constant pressure to “make 
gate” or “make a delivery.” Time pressure can 
lead to fatigue and has the potential to decrease 
your quality of work and quality of life.  

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Try to alternate between easier and more challenging 
tasks to allow for a mental break.

• Take a quick five-minute break to get some fresh air.

• Don’t push yourself to the limit.  Let others know if you 
are working fatigued.

• Have confidence in the amount of time you have to do 
things. Focus on the task, not the time.
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Nutrition 
Don’t  “wing it.” Make a plan for eating the right 
foods at the right time. A plan for proper nutrition 
can go a long way toward maintaining alertness 
levels and combating fatigue. Our bodies need 
to be strategically fueled to perform at optimal 
capacity.

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Have a good nutritious meal before you begin your shift. 
If your cafeteria does not offer healthy choices, bring a 
healthy meal from home.

• Have a healthy snack during your sleepiest period 
(3-5 pm and 3-5 am).

• If you feel tired at work, eat a high protein, low carb 
snack.

DON’T JUST WING IT

Urghhh….Maybe I should skip dessert?
Warning

 Sleeping less than 8 hours per night has been linked to 
increased appetite and weight gain.
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CHOOSE YOUR FUEL WISELY
Caffeine & Alcohol

You may be fighting to keep your job and 
working to stay awake at any cost. To work 
safely and successfully, you should be aware 
that alcohol and caffeine can reduce your 
quality of sleep.   

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS

• Avoid alcohol and caffeine approximately 4-6 hours 
before bed. Both caffeine and alcohol can disrupt your 
sleep cycle.

• Use caffeine strategically - Take energy supplements 
(e.g., coffee, energy drinks, pills) early in your shift, so you 
can have quality sleep at home.

Warning
Although alcohol will make you feel drowsy, consumption of 

alcohol can reduce quality and quantity of sleep. Alcohol 
also results in the need for frequent trips to the bathroom.

I’ll help you with that wiring harness in a
minute. I’m getting my caffeine fix.
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This guy is stressing ME out!

STRESSED OUT?
Stress 

You most likely experience some level of 
emotional stress at work or at home. There is a 
connection between stress and fatigue, 
especially when emotional stress is severe or 
long lasting. There is a mind body connection. 
How you cope with your stress will significantly
influence your fatigue level and overall 
emotional well being.   

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS

• Leave your job at work when you go home. Focus on the 
here and now and enjoy all aspects of your life.

• Communicate with your supervisor at work or spouse at 
home when suffering from high levels of stress.

• Enjoy stress reducing activities such as regular exercise, 
music, meditation, massage, sex, and just smiling.  

• Recognize what you cannot change, and do not take on 
more than you can handle.
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Lack of Exercise 
If you work long hours, you may neglect your 
physical fitness. Regular physical activity will 
improve your sleep, make you feel healthier, 
and increase your alertness.

TOOLS FOR SUCCESS
• Tossing a football, walking at work, playing with the 
kids, and other physical activities can give you almost

as much exercise as a trip to the gym.

• Do stretching activities while you watch TV or are on 
break at work.

• Make one night of the week family activity night. Ask the 
kids to suggest activities they would enjoy or invent an 
active game the whole family will enjoy.

 

So, what’s stopping you?

DO YOU HAVE A HANDLE ON FITNESS?
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Tap and Drill Chart

*Some sources suggest the next size smaller than these sizes.
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ANSI Drill Sizes
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How To Count Your Sleep
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Notes (Refer to current job card for aircraft specs.)
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Notes

Aviation safety begins on the ground, and in the hangar. As an AMT, you are 
an invaluable member of the aviation safety team. Having the proper “tools” 
to do your job involves more than just filling your tool box with nice, shiny 
wrenches. The FAA Safety Team (FAASTeam) is committed to helping you 
achieve the highest level of safety by providing “tools” and resources to en-
hance your knowledge and proficiency.
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hfskyway.faa.gov faasafety.gov

FATIGUE RISK INDEX*
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